
ART. XVI — A case of undercutting wages?: sectarian tension and the Barrow anti-Irish
riot of 1864
By DONALD MACRAILD

In his rage and laughing savagery, [the Irishman] is there to undertake all work that can be done by
mere strength of hand and back; for wages that will purchase him potatoes.

Thomas Carlyle, Chartism (1839).

Nothing else is therefore possible than that, as Carlyle says, the wages of English working man should
be forced down further and further in every branch in which the Irish compete with him.

Friedrich Engels, The Condition of the Working Class in England (1845).

ANXIETIES like those of Carlyle and Engels were common enough in
intellectual circles; among the working class similar concerns about the threat

from Irish labour often assumed a physical aspect. The Irish, of course, were not
alone in attracting the opprobrium of workers fearful of their livelihoods. In
Disraeli's Sybil it was Suffolk "hagricultural labourers, ... sold out of slavery, and
sent down by Pickford's van into the labour market to bring down our wages", who
drew the venom of Mowbray's hard-pressed workers.' Yet hostility towards the Irish
assumed a most severe character, fuelled as it was by a complex of national
prejudices which were markedly exacerbated when immigration from Ireland
reached a zenith between the 1830s and 50s. Moreover, within this web of anti-
Irishness, and given the wider social problems of the early Victorian years, questions
concerning wage levels and job competition were clearly important. From the early
1830s, when Irish workers were driven out of a Pontypool ironworks on the
suspicion of working for lower wages, such occurrences habitually punctuated mid-
nineteenth century labour relations.' The belief that the Irish undercut wages was
one shared by ironworkers, dock labourers and navvies alike, as was the claim, made
by striking textile workers in Preston in 1853, that the Irish were regularly used as
strike-breakers.'

With workplace relations regularly infected by nationally-orientated tensions, it is
unsurprising that this aspect of Irish settlement has attracted much scholarly
attention.' However, until recently historians have tended to accept the stereotypical
view, held by contemporaries, that the Irish did undercut the indigenous wage rate
and were present as a reserve army of labour.' Yet a clear understanding of this
aspect of Irish settlement remains elusive, given the dearth of local studies on
occupational patterns among the Irish in Britain, and Fitzpatrick's suggestion that
the Irish gravitated towards high wage areas where labour was in short supply, rather
than to places of stiff competition, provides a more sure-footed approach to what is
difficult historical terrain.'

Fitzpatrick's thesis certainly seems applicable to the case of Barrow-in-Furness,
the town that provides the setting for the events discussed in this essay. Barrow
experienced a rapid turnover of population throughout the second-half of the
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nineteenth century and for much of the time it was a high-wage area. Developed in
the wake of the railways, and relying on iron, steel and ships, it was an archetypal
Victorian "new town". Throughout the growth years, from 1859 to the late 1870s,
the town attracted an increasing number of non-local and non-Lancastrian migrants,
with the Irish considerable among them. Furthermore, Barrow provides an
interesting case study of anti-Irish violence at least partly because of chronology:
when Carlyle and Engels were writing about the problem of Irish immigration and
the first "Condition of England question" raged, Barrow was but a small village;
when the Famine broke it experienced none of the strains that mass-exodus placed
upon traditional migrant centres like Liverpool or Manchester.' Indeed, boom-time
Barrow was a far cry from the biting economic climate illustrated so vividly by
Disraeli in Sybil. Yet, in 1864, more than ten years after the Famine's worst effects
had subsided, Barrow hosted an anti-Irish riot in which national allegiance appeared
as ugly and unshakeable as ever, and where undercutting of wages formed the
principal excuse for anti-Irish violence.

The purpose of this essay is to examine the background to the events of April
1864, to describe those events and to consider why they occurred. In so doing it will
be argued that traditional attitudes as much as contemporary reality informed the
anti-Irishness of the workplace that was so common in this period. The Barrow case
also illustrates that few local commentators believed the Irish to be undercutting
wages. When British workers swung into action with their fists, rumours of
undercutting were often enough.

During the early 1860s, Barrow was symbolic of the industrial and urban
development facilitated by a growing regional and national railway network.' The
swift transition from small village to the bustling industrial centre of south Furness
was clearly stimulated by the development of a regional transport system (from
1846), as was the capacity to exploit local mineral potential on a massive scale.
From the 1850s, a combination of landed wealth and entrepreneurial zeal focused
the region's energies: first, into a local haemetite ironworks (1859) and, later, a huge
Bessemer steelworks (1865). With the execution of these industrial plans came a
dramatic change in the nature and size of the local population. In 1841, Barrow had
housed around 250 people; ten years later the figure was nearer 600, and by 1859 it
had reached about 800. In 1861 the census recorded a total of 3,135 inhabitants —
an increase which, according to H. W. Schneider, was prompted "entirely by the
erection of . . . [my] furnaces". 9 These few tentative steps into industrial
development ensured that for the first time a significant quantity of indigenous iron
ore was being processed locally. Moreover, between 1846 and 1864 a cabal of local
businessmen — led by the Duke of Devonshire, his lieutenant James Ramsden, and
the ironworks owners, Schneider and Hannay — collaborated in plans to expand
metal manufacture in the town with a sizeable investment in a huge Bessemer
steelworks. The rapid realisation of this new potential, coupled to the promotion of a
dock complex, begun in 1863, brought yet more men streaming into the embryonic
town.

As a result of these advances the 1860s Barrow's population boomed.'° By 1866
the town numbered around 16,000; a year later the figure was around 20,000. 11

During these years, Barrow resembled a huge building site where the seemingly
unbridled aspirations of the local entrepreneurs became some sort of reality. Rapid

 
 
tcwaas_002_1996_vol96_0018



SECTARIAN TENSION AND THE BARROW ANTI-IRISH RIOT OF 1864^217

expansion, of course, had its costs as the clamour for a parallel increase in social
provision intensified. In particular despite the rate of growth, and partly as a
consequence of the speed of developments, workers' housing was neglected.
Habitations were built, but the scale of in-migration and the initially tardy response
from the local industrial oligarchy made impossible the task of meeting demand.
Whilst the local business interest acknowledged the problem of accommodation, and
tried to reduce the worst excesses of overcrowding, their response was scarcely
adequate. In one hardly enlightened effort to keep pace with the problem, the
majority of the men who constructed the dock were billeted in bleak and unsanitary
huts on Barrow Island, adjacent to their place of work. The "Huts" were intended as
a temporary expedient; in the end they remained, admittedly in a somewhat
improved form, until well into the 1880s. 12

This, then, indicates the background to Barrow's communal instability in the
1860s — an instability which manifested itself most clearly in drunkenness and
violence. The town's culture was clearly influenced by the rapid increase of people
and the insufficiency of communal provision, but it was also shaped by the nature of
its growing population. Migration was high during the 1860s and most of those who
came to the town were young men, without the guiding influence of families, who
lacked a focus, other than the pub, for their high wages.' Moreover, few in this
infant community eschewed the ritualistic intemperance of pay day. The magistrates
in Ulverston had a busy time dealing with the constant stream of such men whose
drunken escapades brought them into conflict with the small local police
contingent. 14 Perhaps anti-Irish behaviour might be expected in a town renowned
locally for its unruliness? It was certainly true that instances of petty crime were high
in Barrow during the 1860s, and occasionally fights broke out between the English
and Irish, but nothing to hint at the scale of the riot of April 1864.

In 1864, the majority of the working men of Barrow were engaged on two
projects: erecting the steelworks and excavating the Devonshire dock — the latter
under the auspices the chief contractor, Thomas Brassey. That works alone
employed 1,500 navvies, among whom the Barrow riot originated.' The sort of
violence which erupted during the spring of 1864 was commonplace among the
ranks of Brassey's men but the embryonic town was singularly ill-prepared for such
an outbreak.' 6

Brassey's contract work had been underway for about four months when the press
broke the news of a riot which it thought "likely to end in the ignominious flight of
poor Paddy from the locality". 17 This is how the news was first relayed to readers:

For the first time in the annals of Barrow, our town has, during the past few days, been made the
theatre of a series of disturbances which may well be looked upon as a disgrace to civilisation. We
allude to the expulsion from the town by threats and violence on the part of a lot of "roughs" whom
we should be ashamed to call Englishmen, of nearly all the Irish labourers — ready and willing hands —
who had come to earn their bread by the sweat of their brow.'S

According to Marshall, concurring, it seems, with the stereotyped image of Irish
labour, "A rumour — probably well enough founded — spread that the Irishmen were
to be used for undercutting wages". 19 However, contemporary reports denied claims
"that the Hibernians were working for under wages and . . . that they began to
row". 20 The Barrow Herald traced the occurrence to an argument, on Tuesday
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19 April 1864, between two men, one from Dumfries and an Irishman called
McManus, who argued because the latter had accidentally knocked the other with
his wheelbarrow. The Scotsman insisted, with "curses loud and deep", that if all the
"Mickeys" in the town did not "make themselves scarce" before the next morning,
they would be hunted mercilessly. McManus claimed he had heard such threats so
many times before he just ignored them. 21 After this brief exchange, it appears that
the conflict was exacerbated by English workers. Men from the firm of T. C.
Hunter, a sub-contractor to Brassey, were the culprits and "these workers made
common cause with others working not in the docks, but at the construction site of
the new steelworks in Hindpool". 22 In the mid-1860s "Hunter's Navvies" built a
reputation for violent behaviour up and down the Cumberland coast, as well as in
Barrow.

The events of the actual riots are quite confusing; even the Barrow Herald relayed
conjecture and hearsay rather than analysis. Hunter's men, it seems, paraded around
the various works and construction sites of the town with entreaties to their fellow
Englishmen to unite in the expulsion of the Irish; and the crowd, armed with sticks
and stones, also vented its anger on the police and the 130 special constables who
had been hastily enrolled. 23 Despite the rapid actions of Superintendent Cooper,
who sent reinforcements from his station in Ulverston, the police were "badly
worsted" before peace was restored. 24 On the Tuesday night the rioters stalked the
streets until a late hour, battering down the doors of most of the dwellings known to
contain Irish lodgers. Eye-witness reports suggest that those intercepted by the
crowd were dealt with harshly. This passage is typical:

... [one group of] the Irish being the weaker party by considerable odds had to take to the indignity
of being driven with their picks and spades at their shoulders, and their scanty bundles of clothing on
their backs, towards Salthouse Marsh with a yelling crowd at their heels."

Other incidents in which individuals and small groups of Irish were threatened
with death if they did not leave the town were reported that night with some
frequency. Another gang of navvies was witnessed running riot in John Street,
following a drinking session in the Devonshire Hotel on Hindpool Road, and:

after turning several others out of their lodgings and hunting them, like hounds after a hare, they
directed their steps towards Forshaw-street and from thence to towards Fisher-street, headed by a big
rough called "Charley", who styled himself the "sergeant of the gang"."

The actions of these rioters clearly had a frightening effect on the local Irish
population as

a goodly number took the hint, those who were able to got their money from their employers leaving
by the six o'clock train on Wednesday morning, others of their countrymen also leaving quietly by the
noon train, while a third batch left by the 2.50pm train on the same day for more comfortable
quarters. 27

Wednesday began quietly but in the early afternoon an estimated 200 to 300 men
visited the brickyards of Woodhouse and Gradwell, with the intention of driving out
the Irish labourers who worked there. After this the troublemakers headed for the
site of the new steelworks, halting all work whilst insisting that their brethren should
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unite against the Irish. They then made off to the ironworks of Hannay and
Schneider, scattering all Irish hod-carriers as they went. Here, though, the rioters
encountered determined resistance as several "heads of department" persuaded
them that they should depart or "rue the day they stepped on private soil". 28 During
the ensuing melee, the police charged the men and grabbed two of the alleged
ringleaders. 29

The newspaper commentary suggests resistance began to ebb after this point, and
after two days of unrest, by Thursday, 21 April 1864, the violence had abated as
some of those involved began to appear before the magistrates in Ulverston. When
asked about the affair and its origins, one defendant, a man named Barr, blamed
long-standing grievances within the navvying community. He alluded to an incident
of "some time ago" described as "a great disturbance between the English and the
Irish navvies on the Hawick and Carlisle line of the Railway ... [when] it appeared
the Irishmen had the best of it". 30 It seems that the men in Brassey's employ
constantly reminded their Irish colleagues of this incident and promised to exact
revenge; moreover, on that earlier occasion, it has been suggested that Irish
undercutting of wages was an issue. 31 Barr denied any involvement in the Barrow
riot and claimed he had not left work. Two other defendants, "stalwart young
fellows", John Casson and John William Johnson, were also brought before the
bench accused of threatening two Irishmen, Patrick McManus and John Leonard,
insisting they leave the town. Although Barr testified against him, Casson attempted
to refute the charge that for three weeks he had threatened Irishmen at the docks.

On Thursday evening, following the initial magistrates hearing, six more men
were apprehended by police when a "ganger, in endeavouring to protect one his
men, an Irishman, was very roughly handled". This additional outburst led to the
imprisonment of all six defendants: three got two months with hard labour whilst the
others got one month. 32

Despite the intensity of these riots, their long-term implications were limited.
During the 1860s, the Irish continued to work in Barrow and the 1871 census
figures show that over four per cent of the town's 18,911 residents were Irish-born.
Moreover, there is little evidence that such intense activities occurred with any
degree of regularity. The Irish and English in Barrow continued to fight, but most of
their pugilistic activities were restricted to pub brawls and street fights.

Therefore, it is tempting to put the events of April 1864 down to the nature of the
town at that moment in its history. It was under construction and, consequently,
peopled by transient navvies and labourers who brought with them their own brand
of sectarian violence and prejudice. Unlike Liverpool, or elswhere in Lancashire,
Barrow did not have a history of institutional anti-Irishness, primarily because, as a
town, it had little history. Long-standing acrimony dating from the Penrith
disturbance of 1846 and a desire for revenge seem to have been the driving forces
behind the riot. It is inherently clear in the literature that the Irish were perceived as
an economic threat by many of their non-Irish contemporaries. This problem, fused
to a complex body of cultural and religious antipathy, led to serious disturbances
when the railways were laid between Lancaster, the North and the big Scottish
cities.

It is hard to believe that an altercation over a wheelbarrow might initiate a full-
scale riot. However, if other such outbreaks are considered, it can be observed that
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many were sparked by trivial exchanges. During the 1840s the demands of "Railway
Mania" promoted a spiralling growth both in the number of navvying communities
throughout Britain, and in the animosity between them. By mid-1845 the combined
pressures of grim living conditions, hard work and national and regional tensions
had these colonies in a state "near civil war". 33 In early 1846, for example, the
tensions in the north of England and Scotland erupted and there were serious riots
at Penrith, and Gorebridge, near Edinburgh: both on Brassey's sites. The first
involved over 2,000 Englishmen alone, and was started, it was alleged, because an
Irish navvy ignored his ganger's order to use a shovel and not his pick. 34 The Penrith
outbreak was probably the first noted instance in which the people of the Lake
Counties gained first-hand experience of the violence of the navvies. 35 This type of
violence commonly flared up with minimal provocation and the protagonists
routinely marauded the countryside, burning down the shanties of their adversaries,
scattering men, women and children alike.

Few, if any, of the men involved in the Barrow riot, in 1864, would have been
personally involved in the Penrith Riot of eighteen years earlier. Eighteen years was a
long time in the hard life of the navvy, but evidently not in the collective memory.
Anti-Irish sentiment on the great railway construction projects of the nineteenth
century was traditional; it was enshrined in the folklore of these workers and was
kept alive within their oral culture. Men like "Hunter's Navvies" were clearly a part
of this violent tradition of the navvying culture and they remembered the legendary
flashes of violence which illuminated their historical tradition, for they needed little
provocation to fight the Irish.

Explanations of the trouble were vague, yet the local evidence and the endemic
animosity within the ranks of the navvies, does suggest that any accusations of
undercutting were wide of the mark. This proposition is enforced by the fact that in
Barrow, during the early 1860s, employers often struggled to find adequate
manpower. However, very often the merest hint of undercutting was enough to
excite violence; and navvies were not alone in believing the Irish suppressed wages.
Although Brassey's reputation militates against such a conclusion, and despite his
reputed preference for expensive English labour rather than cheap coolies, it remains
possible that he did bring in cheap labour, direct from Ireland, to contain the
spiralling costs of a project on which he apparently lost £45,000 per annum. 3b Given
the levels of mutual antipathy in the ranks of the period's roving labour, it is
unsurprising that the English and Scots should so readily think ill of their Irish
counterparts. 37

In the Barrow case, like so many others, a dearth of evidence means the question
of undercutting is one which the historian cannot satisfactorily answer. However the
testimony given in court by a local contractor, Andrew J. Woodhouse, suggests that
there was a hierarchical division of labour in Barrow, between the Irish and others.
Woodhouse made some interesting observations about the nature of his own work-
force which argued that the Irish and the English and Scots were not even in
competition for the same jobs. The chairman of the bench, John Fell, asked
Woodhouse "Had you any Irish working for you?' To this Woodhouse replied: "Yes,
there is not an Englishman that will carry a hod, and if the Irish, who are the only
persons we can get to do the work, are not allowed to do so my work must stop". 38

Fell responded "Have you any idea how this ill-feeling against the Irish labourers
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originated?" Woodhouse was not sure, but ended his reply with the words: "I don't
think it has been going on very long, but has chiefly originated since Mr. Brassey's
work commenced. If the Irish labourers are to be driven out of the town, the
building trade will be at a standstill". 39

The hostilities which spilled over in April 1864 were, for the main part, quite
typical of communal relations in this period. The Irishman was not always the
victim, although, in a majority of cases, he was. But if life was hard for the Irish,
because of cultural antipathy and violence, it was not made easier by the physical
and economic conditions of life and labour. Without putting the Victorian Irish into
the position of persecuted innocents it can, nevertheless, be argued that anti-
Irishness was an addition to the hardships of their life. This aspect of the growing
urban centres of Victorian Britain, and the violent tradition of the navvy, met in
Barrow in 1864.
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